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The Observations of Neptune by LaIande  in 1795

E. M. Standish (JPL/CalTech)

Fifty-one years before the “discovery” of the Neptune in 1846, the
astronomer Michel Lalande observed that pkmet twice and recorded
measurements of its position. These observations potentially give an
accurate constraint on Neptune’s orbit by extending the data arc by half a
century. The two observations are consistent with each other (within one
arcsecond).  but they yield residuals between 7 and 15 arcseconds,
depending upon which of the modern ephemerides they are reduced against.
Further, it has not seemed possible to comfortably fit together both the
Lalande observations and the rest of the observations of Neptune (transit
measurements, 1846-present). This paper provides a more detailed fit to
all of La.lande’s observations on the two days in question (all wire
crossings of stars and Neptune). It illustrates a number of interesting
features, including blunderpoints, mis-recordings.  etc.: it also gives a fair
estimate of Mande”s  measurement uncertainty. However. the final results
still agree closely with those of Rawlins  (1970): the Lalande  residuals are
inconsistent with the post-discovery Neptune observations, and the reason
for this remains unknown.

Rawlins,D. 1970: “The Great Unexplained Residual in the Orbit of
Neptune”, Astron. J.,75, #7, 856-857.
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